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IBTKCDUCTION
Th# launching of Sputnik in 1957 croate* a now era
in education in the United States.

This new era focused

on thé importance of early learning, a revolutionary idea
of language development,and a cry for re-vamping the edu
cational curriculum.

Reading, the underpinning of that

curriculum, became a focal point.

This propelled this

nation into a turmoil during the second half of the
twentieth century.
Knowledge is doubling at such a rapid rate that it is
difficult to prepare our young for a society that no one
can predict.

Jobs they will hold, may mot have been

created yet.
Besides the uncertainty of these times, there is a
continual press for literacy for all.
right to an education in this country.

Every dbiild has a
It is within

rocent history that the government has recognized the need
for literacy for all people.

It is in the context ef

the escalation of knowledge at an unbelievable rate and
the press for universal literacy, that competence in
beginning reading will be examined.
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RATioma&B
There are two major method# for the teaching ef
reading.

One method is with a cede emphasis and one is

with a meaaiip emqphasis.

The cede emphasis inelndes instruc

tion in word recognition skills or phonics.

There is

little «qphasis on comprehension in beginning reading.
The meaning emphasis method stresses comprehension develop
ment in the early stage of reading, emitting phonics as a
major component ef the program.

Each of the methods has

features important for learning to read.
à code emphasis in beginning reading can include a
curriculum for developing comprehension through language
enrichment.

It is the purpose of this paper to suggest

that competence in beginning reading is aided by developing
comprehension through language enrichment.

It is further

suggested that any effective comprehension development must
take place in a social setting.

Language skills must be

functional and learned through social interaction in situa
tions that evolve frwm the needs of the children.
This pagper presents the major factors that noed to be
considered in the acquisition of reading.

Each of the

factors stresses the impact of social interaction in early
learning and its relationship to the acquisition of reading.
The factors explored are:

the social nature of language,

the perceptual and cognitive base, language as rule learning.
In addition, a historical background is described in erder
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- ill
to present the acquisitIon of reading in perspective.

The

processes involved in reading competence are also considered.
The discussion of decoding, semantics, and syntax are
followed by factors that influence comprehension.

The

final section on comprehension discusses the role of oral
language and literature on the comprehension of written
discourse.
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A HISTORICAL PSRSPXCTIVB
Two qwootions concerning the teaching ef reading
have been debated for decade# (Chall, 1967* Dnrkin, 1980;
Calfee and D m m , 1978) •

Researcher# have queatiened when

children should begin reading instruction as well as the
type ef instructional program they should have.

In erder

te understand the current state ef beginning reading, one
must view it from a historical point ef view.
There are two periods in the history ef the United
States that are ef significance in the field ef beginning
reading.

The first period was in the late 1920s and 1930s.

The second was in the 1960s.

It was during the former

period that the concept ef reading readiness first appeared
in professional journals.
The philosophy during this first period reflected the
ideas ef 6. Stanley Hall (Durkin, 1980).
was on the importance ef heredity.

Hall's emphasis

He felt that the nature

ef man was predetermined, unfolding in stages.

Gesell, a

student ef Hall's, was especially influential in setting
the psychological climate.

His works concerning growth

and development directly related to the concept of readiness.
Instead ef thinking ef development in terms of practice and
learning, Gesell described development as an internal neural
ripening.

Gesell's writings were so influential that they

were used te e^qplain delaying of instruction as to the cause
and the selution of beginning reading problems (Durkin, 1980).
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It vas during this sam# tia# period that individual
and group intelligence tests were develeped.
ment tests soon followed.

Greup achieve

Bducaters and researchers were

very interested in using this «qpirieal data to measure the
behavior and achievMents of the children and to substan
tiate their own perspectives on reading (Calfee and Drum,
1978).

Of particular importance were school surveys which

revealed that many children were failing first grade, often
due to inadequate achievement in reading (Durkin, 1980).
From the eqpirical data gathered, several factors could have
been considered as possible causes of this failure in
reading achievement.

The single issue that emerged in the

professional literature was the lack ef readiness for
reading instruction (Durkin, 1980).
A report published by Horphitt and Vashbume in 1931
was ef utmost significance.

The article suggested the post-

penemont ef the teaching of reading until the child reached
the mental age ef 6.5, so as to decrease discouragement and
possible failure (Horphitt and Washbume, 1931).

This idea

about postponing beginning reading was taken very seriously
due to the tiuqper of the times and the personal prestige of
Washbume (Durkin, 1980).
There was a major objection to the mental age requirement
of 6.5 in bog inning roading, but it was mainly overlooked.
Arthur Gates in two reports, 1936 and 1937, suggested that
the burden ef responsibility be moved away from the child
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to in#traction (Gatos, 1937).

from his stadias ho foond

that using cortain methods, materials, and general procedures,
some children could master the material at the chronological
age of five years old and others feund it difficult at seven.
He concluded that the optimum time for commencement of
reading instruction must he determined hy the nature of the
reading program in conjunction with the nature of the child.
Although Gates was a giant in the field of reading, his
conclusion was not accepted during that period of time.
With the birth ef the concept ef readiness, programs
were devised to be used with the children as they were
growing into readiness.

Readiness checklists, tests, and

workbooks were developed after the Merphitt and Washbume
study.
In addition to cognitive assessment, physical develop
ment, especially meter skills, was evaluated in regard to
readinéss to read (Burkin, 1980).

Being able to hop, skip,

and tie shoes have been correlated with learning how to read.
Reading readiness tests, which appeared in the late
1920s, are a common vestige ef the traditional interpretation
of beginning reading.

The readiness test is a paper and

pencil test, usually divided into subtests of vocabulary,
auditory and visual discrimination.

The readiness work

books that were developed during this same period were similar
in content to the tests.

It was a common practice to work

on these skills at the beginning of first grade for a

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

coupl» of month#, longer for those who did poorly on the
tost end in the workbooks.
Even though there ere traces ef these practices in the
schools today, a révolution in thought concoming education
occurred in the 1966s as a result of the Soviet Union*#
launching of Sputnik in 1957.

The American public reacted

immediately with an intense debate about the quality of the
scheels, not only in the field of science, but other subjects
also.

The civil rights movement also focused attention on

social responsibility toward the minority (Elkind, 1976).
Quality education for all young children was an outgrowth
of the movMient.
During the 1960s literature focused on the improvement
of schools.

Critical to tho development of educational

theories was Chomsky's description of language development
la the mid 1960s (Reid, 1981).

It was during these turbulent

times that the importance of early eaqperiences «merged.
J. McVicker Hunt in his 1961 book. Intelligence and Exoerioneo.
not only oqphasized early stimulation, but contended that
skill development was dependent on a great variety of
practices and esqperienees.

Benjamin Bloom in 1964 also

stressed the importance of the early environment.

He con

cluded that the most rapid period of development was in the
first five years of life (Durkin, 1960).
Jean Piaget also has had a major influence upen
education around the world (Elkind, 1976).

Although he
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b#gan publishing his works in the 1920s, they did not
receive recognition until the 1960s.

He suggested that

children progress through a fixed sequence of stages.

The

rate of progression is determined by a large number of
factors, including social and physical environment.
During the first period, the 1920s and 1930s, the
emphasis in beginning instruction was on readiness to learn
determined by maturation, net practice or training.

The

new 1960s interpretation of growth and development, empha
sizing early experiences and environment, challenged the
traditional view of readiness.

The aim of education in this

new era was to help children to develop the mental ability
to l o a m to think (Elkind, 1976).

Factors that affect the

acquisition of reading include thinking skills.
The next section focuses on the social nature of
language as it relates to early experiences and environment
of young children.

In addition, the perceptual and cognitive

base necessary for comprehension, language and reading
acquisition or rule learning and prerequisites for beginning
reading will be addressed.
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. 6
FACTORS AFFECTING THE ACQUISITION OF READING
Social Natnro ef LAngnaoe
In examining research concerning beginning reading,
the deyelopsent of oral language skills is paramount
(Liberman and Shankveiler, 1979; Sticht, 1979; Resnick,
1979(a); Hopper and Naremore, 1978; Berry, 1980).
Children learn language in order to interact with persons
important to them for pleasure and information exchange.
They also l o a m language to satisfy immediate needs and
desires.

Language for children must be useful and acquired

in context to be pragmatic.

Pragmatics is concerned

with how language is used functionally to communicate.
It has to do with the understanding of the rules of social
interaction (Hopper and Naremore, 1978).
H ^ p e r and Naremore (1978) discuss the effect that
environment makes on language learning.
is important in two ways.

They claim it

First, the innate capacity

to l e a m language behavior must be instigated and stimulated
by the environment.

The child needs a model to leam; he

will not l e a m language in cosg)lete isolation.

Second,

the environment is extremely important in the learned
behavior of reading, writing, and speaking eloquently.

Each

generation must l e a m these skills for they are not trans
ferred biologically.
Vygotsky (1962) says that words alone will not convey
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the memning.

We meet onderetand the thought and motivation

that ie intended.

For instance, if semeene were to say,

"Here are seme cookies I baked for you," that sentence
could mean one ef the following:
1.

These are your favorite cookies made especially
for you.

2.

This is to thank you for helping me.

3.

Here is my payment for what you did.

4.

This ought to get me what I want.

In other words, we must not only look at the meaning of
the words, how they relate in the sentence, but also within
the context.

The children are dependent upon the social

group, family, and/or school, to provide th«i with prag
matic opportunities (Bruner and Connolly, 1973).
children need to talk about immediate concerns.

Young
It is

through experiences with many objects and actions that they
can l e a m the effects of their own actions.

Ideas need to

be tested against each other, extended and modified within
the non-threatening environment.

With a motor skill such

as writing or jumping, one gets constant feedback.

With an

intellectual skill such as language one must test it with
reality (Carey, 1973; Smith, 1979).

This must be done in

social interaction.
Society's current change may be a negative environment
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8
fer the farther development of language akill# (Berry,
1980; Connolly and Bruner, 1973).
the work force.
our young.

Mere mothers have joined

More teenagers are the baby sitters ef

Past feed restaurants take the place ef eur

meal time conversations.

The continuous television

viewing produces intermittently passive participants in
society.

Bruner and Connelly (1973) suggest that we may

need to give mere support to the nurturing ef children if
we want a competent member ef our society.

In light ef

this changing society, it makes it imperative te view
language pragmatically, as it is used functionally in vary
ing social contexts.
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Perceptual and Cognitive B»#e
In addition to the aoeial aapecta ef language, the
perceptual and cognitive baae needs to be considered in
beginning reading.

During the early stages of reading

acquisition the children are learning hew to l e a m (Gibson
and Levin, 1975).

For this to be effective, the teachers

need to help the children becene aware of their own mental
processes in learning (Vygotsky, 1962; Gibson and Levin,
1975; Flavell, 1977).

Children need to be aware of what they

knew and the kind of strategies t h ^ use in learning.

This

devel^s very slowly, over an extended period of time.
Motivation, attention, and memory are interdependent
and interactive in the acquisition of the knowledge process.
"If a child is motivated he attends and if he attends with
positive intent, recall is heightened."

(Berry, 1980, p. 79)

The basic linguistic cagpabilities, the ability to con
struct rules and reflect on them, is an important cognitive
process.

The importance of this linguistic ability will be

discussed in the next section.
Recent research in schwma theory is applicable to general
cognitive ability rather than to just reading coaqprehension
(Pearson and Spire, 1961).

Schemata have been called the

building blocks of cognition.

Pearson and Spiro (1981)

described schema as a "hypothetical knowledge stmcture,"
that binds concrete experiences with specific instances of
things to abstract entities.
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There le a hierarchical structure and a relational netwerh in echema structure.
several exaeples.

Pearson and Spiro (1981) give

The schwma fer "canary* is embedded within

the schema of "bird.”

The schema for "birthday party” is

ead>edded in the schema "party."

The schema "foetball game"

is embedded within a "sporting function," which is also
esboddod within "attending large social events."

The cross

over processing becomes quite complex (Pearsen and Spiro,
1981) as the categeries extend and intermingle, subordinate
and generalize.
As learning takes place additions are made and shifts
occur.

If the new information fits into the existing struc

ture, the infemation is Msimilated.

If the new informatien

dees not fit, it will be ignored, modified to fit the existing
structure, er accommodated.

A new category will then be

added (jQibsen and Levin, 1975; Pearson and Johnson, 1972).
Schemata ferm the backgreund knowledge er prior experience
that the reader brings to the text.

Ceog>rehension, simply

stated, is building a relatienship between what is new to
what is known.
Establishing a relevant context for interpreting the
author's message has became insertant in comprehension
(Jenkins and Helietis, 1981).

The reader's schema interact

with the meaning elicited frwm the textual cues.

Eeeall of

the text is integrated with the script from the reader's
knowledge of the world.

The reader constructs an
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interprétation that fit# cnltorally based preconceptions
of what matches the situation (Calfee and Drum, 1978).
Rather than being a receptive process, comprehension s e « w
to be a constructive process (Jenkins and Helietis, 1981).
Tho importance of experiential knowledge cannot be
overstated.

Even if children have the necessary deceding,

semantic,and syntactic skills they may be devoid of the
pertinent information tho writer assumes they have.

For

example, a reader from the seuthwest may net be aware of the
snow schema that include cold fronts, snow pellets, and
hypethermia.

Whenever the schema are teo sketchy, accurate

comprehension may suffer.

If one does not have sufficient

prior experiences to bring to the task, a consequent reduc
tion in motivation, attention,and memory will further
restrict comprehension.
In addition to an inadoquate schema structure, there are
at leaOt two other possible breakdowns in comprehension
(Jenkins and Helietis, 1981).

The first could be due te a

failure to use the stored data and relate it to the text.
Some children may net have learned to use their world knowlodge to relate te the material thvy read.

They may need to

restate the text, be teased into elaborating m»#» the text,
and continually prodded into making inferences.

The second

is that some children may be satisifed with less elaborate
structures and relationships.

They do not recegnizo tho in

consistencies between the text and their formulation.
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meed help in developing strategies of rectifying the com
prehension breakdowns.
Overall, it can be concloded that the perceptual and
cognitive base is am important facter in the acqnisitien of
roading.

Jean Piaget, a renowned psycholegist, studied and

described the cognitive development of children.

His

description of active learning and egocentric behavior gives
information concerning coaqprehension.
When discussing active learning, Piaget (1972) encour
aged teachers to let children discover and experiment guided
by appropriate materials.
selves.

Children must re-invent for them

If we let them construct on thoir own, the concept

will be incorporated within their schema and r#main with thu.
Piaget (1968) Observed behavior described as egocentrism
in an activity-oriented school.

Vezy young children were

working in a greiqp, but it was unclear frem the conversation
and action whether they were working individually or
collectively.

This was a description of egocentric behavior.

Around tho age of seven, many children have progressed te
the stage where they can concentrate on an individual
project or effectively collaborate in a group.

In this

case the children have progressed to social behavior.

Social

behavior can also be observed by listening to a discussion
among children.

There is a true discussion, if children can

comprehend another point of view.

They will then search

for proof or justification in examining their own point of
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▼i«w.
Active learning and the veatigea of egocentric behavior
have a great deal of influence upon coag>rehenaion of oral
and written language learning.

Thia will be further dia-

cuaaed again in the auction on c«qprehenaion.
Language and Reading Acouiaition aa Rule Learning
Befere a child can benefit free actual reading inatruction
he needa to have develeped a certain cenpetenco with hia
native language.

He acquired a knowledge of the language aa

he matured that allowed him to undoratand and produce
aentencea that had never been written or apoken previoualy.
In order to undoratand thia phenomenon, the following quoation noeda to be explored.

What ia the nature of the informa

tion that haa boon acquired by the child?
Tho child doea not draw upon a mmaorizod liat of aounda,
letter pattema, worda er aentencea.

A majority of tho

aentencea he forma have never before been apoken.

The child

waa not taught the rulea of language and would have diffi
culty atating them.

And yet, the child can create hia own

aontonco, apoken or written, uaing the rulea that he under
at anda implicitly about aounda, letter pattema, worda and
aentencea.

Language acquiaitien then ia rule learning,

continually conatructing and reviaing aa tho child maturoa
(Chomaky, 1972).
Tho two ayatMUB that muat be examined in order to
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anderatand th# acquisition of language aa it pertains to
reading are, phonelegical knowledge and orthographie know
ledge (Gibson and Levin, 1975),

In addition, the children*#

metalinguistic awareness, their ability te reflect upon
what they know about language, will also be examined as a
basis fer understanding language and reading acquisition
(Fischer, 1980).
Oral language can be divided into its eoapoaents:
sentences, phrases, words, syllables, and phonmmes.

Also,

written discourse may be analyzed into the same comqponents,
with the exception that the p h o n m e is spoken (part of
phonology) but letter or letter clusters are written (part
of orthography).

A primary task in beginning reading is

learning the appropriate correspondence between spoken and
written forms.

If the child has not internalizod the under

lying phonelegical systoi, then it will be almost impossible
to teach him to analyze it (Gibson and Levin, 1975).
Those children who l e a m letter names early may develop
a progressive differentiation of orthographic knowledge
(Chomsky, 1979).

This knowledge concerns the awareness of

letter patterns in words.

With this information tho children

construct tentative rules and apply these m l e s to the
spelling ef words (beers, 1980).
Several researchers suggest that the introduction to
print should be through writing (Hall, 1976; Chomsky, 1979),
using and developing further their orthographic knowlodge.
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Phonics inotrnction also draws attention to tho rognlarity
of orthographic patterns, duo to Its oophasls on rogalar
lottor-sound association (Vonozlqr snd Massaro, 1979).
Most phonic programs teach the phonetically Irrogmlar words
(called sight or mmaory words), utilising different strate
gies than those used with phonetically regnlar words.

This

dlscoaragos tho reader from generalizing from these ortho
graphic IrregularItlos (Venezky and Massaro, 1979).
A nnaber of studies saggest that most chlldrcm by
kindergarten age have Internalized most of the m l e s of tho
sound system (Gibson and Levin, 1975; Chomsky, 1972).

Their

Implicit knowledge of phonology helps that know that sounds
are position dependent.

The sounds are pronounced differently

according to the letter preceding and/or following It
(Berry, 1980).
Listening to someone speak. It appears that words are
spoken eonsoeutlvely.

Actually, there Is no apparent connec

tion between the word boundaries and the break In speech
continuum.

Pauses are not usually made between words

(Hopper and Haremore, 1978).

Lindsay and Norman (1977,

p. 269) give the example of tho phrase, "She uses standard
ell."

There are actually three breaks In this phrase when

It Is spoken— after tho second "s," then "n," and then "r."
Not one of the breaks Is at a word boundary.
The syllable and the phoneme are considered elementary
units of sound.

Normally one Is not aware of speech sounds
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although thoy aro readily produced*

The ayliable ia eaaier

fer meat children to d i a c e m in apoken Engliah, but aome
children do have difficulty.

It ia the phenwme in apeech

that ia uaually net perceived or expreaaed, phoneme by
phoneme (Berry, 1980).

It ia a unit ef apeech amaller than

one to which people uaually attend.

Thia will be diaeuaaed

in mere detail in the next aectien under metalinguiatic
awareneaa.
Beading invelvea the ability to reflect on certain
featurea ef the language, which ia metalinguiatic awareneaa.
ünderatend ing the rule ayatem ef language ia one level.
Being able to abatract and reflect on the language ia a
higher level.

The ability of the child to follow the

1inguiatic rulea of language uaed in apeaking ia not the
aame aa the conacioua knowledge which may be neeeaaary for
learning to road (Fiacher, 1980).

If the child haa not

acquired theae linguiatic rulea he will not be able to reflect
on them (Fiacher, 1980; Gibaon and Levin, 1975).
The two factora of metalinguiatie awareneaa that
directly affect beginning reading are aegmentation and
concept of word.

Segmentation of apeech aounda, which haa

been alluded to previoualy, will be examined firat.

Many

reaearchera have recognized that aegmentation of apeech
aounda ia a poaaible area of difficulty with children begin
ning reading inatruction (Calfee, 1972/78; Gibaon and Levin,
1975; Liberman and Shankweiler, 1979; Chall, 1979; Chomaky,
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1979; Carroll.and Walton, 1979; Savin, 1980; Lmrkowicz,
1980).
Although a child can tell you that "cat" and "cap"
aro two different worda he may not undoratand what ia meant
by the aame beginning aound.

He may be unable to tell you

that one word enda with a "t" and one with a "p."

Difficul-

tiea with aegmentation of apeech can be apparent at thia
baaic level for aome firat gradera approaching reading
inatruction.
Many children learn to read quickly with the traditional
training of liatening for beginning aounda, then ending
aounda, and finally medial aounda.

Alao, there ia conaider-

able work with rhyming and later conaonant aubatitution
worda.

in

Some children may need extra time and training at

that baaic level of beginning aounda and additional work in
other aapecta of aegmentation (Gibaon and Levin, 1975).
Theae aame children will probably need help with cencept
of word, and the accnqpanying problem of language inatruction
(Reanick, 1979(b); Liberman and Shankweiler, 1979).
Young children are confuaed about the notion of word
(Gibaon and Levin, 1975; Henderaen, 1980; Temg>leton, 1980).
Robinaon (1972) cited Yemen* a atudy which indicated that
many children in beginning reading may have difficulty per
ceiving and recalling accurate detaila of ahape.

They may

have difficulty in diacriminating the relevant and the
irrelevant.

They need to knew the direction of the acript.
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They need to notice the email epaces between letters and
the large epacee between words•

There may be confusion

over terms when the teacher talks abent words, letters and
sonnds.

Many children are not clear about the meaning of

beginning, starts with, ends with, sounds like, same and
different.

They may not be familiar with the language of

instruction (Johns, 1980).

Children may have difficulty

knowing where to focus attention, on the beginning or end of
the word (Schell, 1978).

A mature concept of word is a

prerequisite to learning to read.
Prerequisites for Beginning Reading
In reviewing the literature it has been stated that
reading readiness tests correlate with reading achievement
at the end of the first grade (Downing and Thackray, 1971).
Also, it has been stated that knowledge of the alphabet
correlates with success in learning to read (Calfee, 1972;
Bond and Dykstra, 1967; Hillerieh, 1976).

This correlation

does not imply that learning the letters upon commencement
of formal instruction will insure success in reading.
Traditionally reading readiness tests are given in the
spring of kindergarten or in the fall of first grade.
Although several researchers claim that the test correlates
highly with success in reading achievement, many children
who do poorly on the test already know how to read.

Con

versely, those who practiced the auditory and visual skills
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in kindergarten and knew the language and the fermât of the
teat may do well on the readineas teat but have difficulty
learning to read (Durkin, 1980).

Alao, coping with the

readineaa teat may be more difficult than the beginning
inatraction in reading.

The teat deala with all the akilla

at once, whereaa beginning inatructien deala with one atep
at a time (Durkin, 1980).
To underatand thia, an examination muat bo made of two
of the majer componenta of the teat, viaual and auditory teata.
The reaearch on viaual diacrimination auggeata that training
in viaual perceptual taaka improvea acorea on the teata
that meaaure that aapect of the curriculum.

They do not

neceaaarily imqprove in reading though (Calfoe and Drum,
1978; Liberman and Shankweiler, 1979; Fiaher, 1979).

Children

are not accuatomed to looking at the orientâtien of the
letter.

A atick ia a atick, rogardleaa of the direction

in which you turn it.

Dog ia dog rogardleaa of poaition or

reflection in a mirror.

With lottera, that ia not true.

If

one underatanda that a letter may be called by a different
name becauae of ita apatial orientation, it ia not quite aa
difficult (Savin, 1972).

Depending upon the orientation, a

"b** can be a "d," "p" or "q."
The other major component of reading readineaa teata
ia auditory diacrimination.

Thia teat aaaumea that the

children underatand the concept, that worda are made up of
aeparate phonmea, or aounda.

Reaearchera auggeat that many
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children lack the ability to analyze phonetic mound# at
thia level (Gibson and Levin, 1975; Calfee, 1978).

Auditory

discrimination contributes significantly to learning to
read (Robinson, 1972).
Durkin (1980) concludes that the reading readiness test
used as a whole or used as subtests to make instructional
decisions is unwarranted.

An alternative to using the reading

readiness test is the use of informal measures to assess
the child's ability.

A visual, auditory and speech screening

test should be a priority.

Many of these informal assess

ments would be made during the regular course of instruction
and with the use of diagnostic teaching.

The following

itwRS are suggestions to be noted and evaluated for non
readers in the first grade.
1.

eye contact in an instructional situation and
knowing where to attend

2.

persistence at tasks perceived to be enjoyed and
those perceived to be distasteful

3.

extent of social interaction with others on play
ground and in the room

4.

interest in books and reading

5.

listening during story time

6.

questions or lack of questions

7.

understaixling of the basic routines and rituals
in society (Wilson, 1970; Hopper and Karwiore,
1978)
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8.

obvious use of learning strategies

9.

vocabulary and concepts mentioned

10.

spontaneous practice without direction

11.

understands concept of word

12.

phonemic analysis and segmentation

13. sample of alphabet knowledge (oral, written)
14. samqple of sounds of alphabet (point to and elicit
from)
15.

sight word knowledge, if any

16. sample of trriting, if any
17.

naming of classmates (Wilson, 1970)
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A0QUIR1H6 READING COMPETENCE
Introduction
This paper presents the major factors that need to be
considered in the acquisition of reading.

Each of the

factors demonstrates the impact the social environment has
on the commencement of reading.

The factors explored were:

the social nature of language, the perceptual and cognitive
base, language and reading acquisition as rule learning,
and prerequisites for beginning reading.

A historical back

ground was described in order to highlight present practices
and put them into perspective.
The processes involved in achieving reading competence
will now be addressed.

The discussion of decoding, semantics,

and syntax will be followed by factors that influence
comprehension.

The final section concerns the acquisition

of reading competence including the importance of promoting
comprehension of written discourse through oral language
and literature.
This paper is the result of a debate that has raged in
reading journals for over fifty years concerning the proper
mode of introduction into reading (Chall, 1967; Calfee and
Drum, 1978; Durkin, 1980).

Jeanne Chall (1967) in her book

that became popular throc^hout the United States, Learning
to Read:

The Great Debate, explored the problem.

Being an

emotional issue and an issue of great importance, most
investigators and people in the field of reading take sides.
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S «me reeeerehere and teachers espouse a meaning emphasis,
that is,initially learning sight words and stressing caaprehensien from the beginning.

Other researchers and teachers

advocate a code emqphwis, also called decoding.

This method

builds fr«m a sound-symbol relationship into words.
Comprehension skills are gradually added as the decoding
skills become automatic.

Comprehension is taught through

the short stories that the children read.
This paper posits that a cede approach combined with a
meaning approach should be used for the initial instruction
of beginning reading.

A description of this process will

be made within the next section.

The description includes

decoding, semantics, syntax, and coaqprehensien.
Decoding
The emphasis in beginning reading ought to be through
a systematic teaching of the code (Chall, 1979; Calfee and
Drum, 1978; Resnick, 1979(a); Deverell, 1974; Perfetti and
Lesgold, 1979).

Decoding refers to the process whereby the

student must map his phenelegical knowledge to the ortho
graphic knowledge (Gibson and Levin, 1975; Liberman and
Shankweiler, 1979).

Informally, this is called sound-symbol

correspondence.
Decoding not only requires children to understand and
speak English, but also be able to abstract and analyze a
segment of the structure of language (Liberman and Shankweiler,
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1979).

Being able to say a word is quite different than

being able to reflect on a part of that word.
As soon as children learn which symbols correspond to
particular sounds, they join them orally in a process
called blending (Savin, 1972).

This process may be quite

difficult initially for some children.

Although the English

language does not have a one-letter to one-sound corres
pondence, there are letter patterns which correspond to a
sound (Calfee, 1972; Chomsl^, 1970).

The relationship is

one of spelling to meaning (Chomsky, 1970).
In the very beginning stages usually the controlled
vocabulary in the basal reader assures regular orthography
in respect to pronunciation.

As the child progresses to

more emq>lex reading, he is introduced to written symbols
that correspond to the more c<mq>l«c lexical patterns
(Chestsky, 1970; Calfee and Drum, 1978).
Autoaaticity, the ability to recognize words rapidly
and accurately, signals the transition fr<m beginning to
skilled reading.

It is the primary goal of initial reading

instruction to become autasatic decoders (Perfetti and Les
gold, 1979; Chall, 1979; Gibson and Levin, 1975; Cslfoe and
Drum, 1978).

Some stt^ents will learn the code easily.

Those children uho can acquire the code with little instruc
tion are probably children who just lacked exposure to
print, but had quite extensive learning capability (Resnick,
1979(b)).

They are children who can organize information
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more effectively, practice and remraber what they are taught.
They seem te abaerb whatever i# presented (Rosner, 1979),
regardleea of the presentation.
Other students, at the other end of the continuum,
will require more time to become automatic decoders.

They

will have difficulty recegnizing the salient information.
They will need direct assistance organizing the information
and learning strategies for remembering it.

They will need

to be directed to the specifics that are important to attend
to.

These children will need extensive drill and practice

in a variety of situations and format (Rosner, 1979).
The role of vocabulary and understanding ef concepts
has a direct relationship to automaticity.

It is difficult

for children to l o a m to read words that are not in their
listening vocabulary (Rosnor, 1979).

Rapid access to word

meanings and conceptual structures is a necessity for
automaticity (Perfetti and Lesgold, 1979).
Semantics
Semantics deals with the correspondence between a
label and a thing and the correspondence between a label and
a concept (Hopper and Naremore, 1978).

Development of a

concept indicates that the child has gone past the knowledge
that a word stands for an object.
markers with the object.

He has associated semantic

For instance, the word "cat"

might include "furry," "claws," "four legs," and "purrs" as
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aemantic marker#.

Also, when we speak of the concept of

"desk," it is not a particular desk, it is the quality shared
by other desks, "deskness."

These concepts seem to be

developed by trial and error, as the child interacts with
people and the environment (Hopper and Narmere, 1976).
Most all measures of word knowledge correlate highly
with reading achievement (Gibson and Levin, 1975; Calfee and
Drum, 1978).

Development of vocabulary and concept is very

important in beginning reading to extending the schema
structure.

During the initial stages of decoding instruc

tion, additional time can be spent attending to vocabulary
and concept development as part ef the language enrichment
program.

The schematic structure is éxtended and modified

through rich experiences in scientific exploration, roletaking, literature adventures, and many different language
experiences.

When the children read the words that they

used in discussion or heard in meaningful situations, the
material is more likely to be understood.

Development of

an adequate schema structure is foremost.
Syntax
Syntax is the understanding of the sentence structure.
This structure demonstrates what the child has done to
mentally organize language (Hopper and Naremore, 1978).
When the children come to first grade most of them have
acquired the major portion of their syntactical development.
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They will continue to develop and refine, bat eeeentially
they have the important rales mastered.
For the purposes ef this paper there are two considera
tions.

One is what the linguists discuss ia terms ef d e ^

and surface structure (Hopper and Ear«more, 1978; Berry,
1980).

Examine the difference in the example below*

1.

The boy hit the ball.

2.

The ball was hit by the boy.

The two sentences leok different.
different.

The surface structure is

The meaning is the same; so they have the same

deep structure.

Sentence complexity such as number two may

make c«aprehens ien difficult in the beginning stages of
reading.
The second possible difficulty is children who do not
readily use the "wh" (what, who, where) words in speech may
have difficulty when they begin to read.

They miq^ net be

aware of the predictive nature of the markers and thus miss
the intent of the message (Miller, 1981).
Factors that Influence Comprehension
Automaticity of decoding skills, a rich network of
semantic webbing, and a strong syntactic structure are pre
requisites for adequate comprehension.

In addition, a

purpose for the activity is important, clarifiod by oither
studont or teacher (Spache, 1977).

Comprehension is

influenced by the interest of the student.

The interaction

R eproduced w ith perm ission o f the copyright owner. F urther reproduction prohibited w itho ut perm ission.

28
of attention, motivation,and memory are involved in the
learning event (Berry, 1980).
•et.

It could be called the learning

Persistence is also related.

If a child does not

understand something in a discussion, he will question the
speaker.

With written discourse, he will regress to the

peint of confusion.

This may be what Berry (1980) calls

drive.
The two factors that have been selected for further
discussion are the development of a schematic network and
the necessity of wide experiences to encourage the growth
from egocentric to social behavior.
these two factors
follow.

The development ef

is dependent on the characteristics which

The amount of "live" language directed to the child

is an important indicator ef later cognitive and linguistic
achieveaent (Anselme, 1980; Blanchard, 1981; Elkind, 1974).
Since written language is more complex than speech, children
need to be read to a great deal for an adequate exposure
to this linguistic complexity.

Books should become in

creasingly complicated (Chomsky, 1979; Johns, 1978; Elkind,
1974).

Img)ortaDt also is experience with adults who will

be proper role models.

Children emulate the reading and

speaking habits of those they respect (Elkind, 1974; Hall,
1976; Berry, 1980).
Comq^rehens ion of written discourse develops through
experiences with oral language and literature.

These two

areas aid in the development of schema and growth in social
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behavior.
Speaking and listening, primary activities, nermally
are learned without formal instruction; whereas, reading
and writing, secondary activities, usually do require formal
instruction (Deverell, 1974).

Speech appears to be an

essential basis for the acquisition of reading.

Children,

such as the congenitally deaf, who do not acquire speech,
usually have great difficulty learning to read (Liberman
and Shankweiler, 1979).

Skill in listening also precedes

the acquisition of reading (Sticht, 1979; Durkin, 1980).
Oral language and reading are related.

It is the intention

of this paper to demonstrate how language enrichment through
oral language enhances the comprehension of written discourse.
In language development, researchers emphasize the
importance of prosody, the melody patterns of oral language.
Prosody is the pitch, stress, intonation, and duration of
tone that makes each person's speech unique (Berry, 1980).
Berry (1980) indicates that young children depend on prosody
to a significant degree for perceiving meaning, phrasing,
and syntax.

She also states even further that prosody is

a little understood sign&ling device that may be very
decisive in learning not only language, but reading and
writing (Berry, 1960).

Other investigators have indicated

that written discourse is lacking the expressive and
situational suf^erts that are present in oral speech
(Vygotsky, 1962; Kantor, 1980).

Some children may rely on
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the meledy patterns ef the language more than ia realized
and thus have difficulty with only the expressed context
within written material.
Related to the topic of prosody is that of chunking.
Many researchers suggest that oral language is easier to
understand because the speaker organizes it with intonation
pattoms and pauses between phrase boundaries.

Many children

do not chunk tho writton matorial into meaningful phrases
but rather read it as a string of words.

Sticht (1972) in

his study of comprehension of rapid speech found that
chunking of the oral material made a difference in compre
hension (Perfetti and Lesgold, 1971; Thorndike, 1917).
another aspect to consider is syntactic develo|«ent.
Seme children use tone of voice and sentence order to
indicate an interregative statement rather than the "wh"
words such as whoro. what, and who.

In roading they would

not have the advantage of these markers to facilitate com
prehension (Millor, 1981).
Prosody, chunking of material, and syntax have been
discussed as being important to compréhension.
learning is also important (Piaget, 1968).

Active

With active

learning in mind, the development of schmma and egocentrism
will be considered.

Children need to talk to loam, to

add new vocabulary and concepts into their schematic struc
ture (Hart, 1978).
doing.

They must verbalize whatever they are

They can also l e a m from others in a discussion or
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problem solving situation as long as t h ^ can be involved
in the thinking process (Gibson and Levin, 1975).

They need

to be involved in real situations, genuine conversations,
and deal with real dbjects.

As children mature, they

manipulate ideas instead of things (Hart, 1978; Berry, 1980;
Hopper and Naremore, 1978).

These verbal interactions

should evolve out of the children's esqperienees.

Science

or social studies concepts that are important to the
children could be explored.

It is through oral language

with ideas important to the children that the thinking
skills would develop (Deverell, 1974).

Working in teams on

a project gives children an opportunity to sharpen their
thinking skills and test out their ideas against their peers
(Berry, 1980; Hopper and Naremore, 1978).

Through discus

sions and activa learning children would be assimilating
and accommodating information into thoir sehwma.
The other area that concerns comprehension through the
medium of oral language is egocentrism.

Most children in

first grade are still in the egocentric stage (Piaget,
1968), seeing the world from a single viewpoint.

Tho child

seesui unaware of any knowledge that there are perspectives
other than his own (Stauffer, 1969),

Many children have

difficulty understanding how their behavior affocts someone
else.

T h ^ also may have difficulty predicting an action

or a result, if they cannot stop into the character's shoes
and see the situation fr«« his point of view.

Elkind (1977)
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considers this an important point in reading co#qprehensien.
Being able to take another point of vies, to seo how one's
idea and behavior might be viewed by others, is a critical
factor in thinking (Russell, 1968) and reading.
The goal of reading instruction for most children
should be to develop avid and responsive readers.

A teacher

who will accompany children in laughter, sorrow, suspense,
wonder and delight is more apt to entice children to become
"hooked" en books.
Literature is a natural medium for expanding vocabulary
and concepts.

It is an ideal mede to experience vicarious

adventures and for prdblem solving.

As the children relate

to the feelings of the characters, they have a chance to
examine other viewpoints and feelings.

It is the intention

of this paper to suggest that the oral reading of litorature
should be used to encourage the building of schema and the
explering of other ways for tho child to view the world.
An appropriate and dynamic literature program needs to
be carefully planned (Buck, 1971; Sutherland, 1981).
"While eathusiam and interest in good books may be caught,
appreciation and discrimination are almost always taught."
(Buck, 1971, p. 37)

Appreciation of literaturo ovolvos from

the knowledge and understanding that is gained threugh indepth reading.

Discrimination develops over time, responding

sensitively to the ideas and modes of expression.

Wevorthe-

less neither appreciation nor discrimination are possible
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without the interest gained through wide experiences and
personal involvement of the child (Sutherland, 1981; Buck,
1971).
A well planned program is a necessity in order to
promote comprehension of written discourse through literature.
Two isg*ortant cosqponents of the program are variety of
reading matter (Veatch, 1978) and style of the works (Buck,
1979).

Initially the program should be sequenced according

to complexity of vocabulary, concepts and plot.

In addition,

until children are captive listeners a great deal of eye
contact is necessary.

Story telling is a good way to begin.

Flannel board stories provide a visual prop for children
to re-tell the story.

This is a good medium to get children

telling stories from the very beginning.

With the flannel

board left up all day, the story could be re-told over and
over.

Books that have recurring language patterns provide

a rhythmic flow that children like to repeat long after story
time is over.

The stories should become increasingly more

complex (Chomsky, 1972) in plot, vocabulary, concepts and
sentence structure.

This will be discussed further in a

subsequent part of this section.
Bach day there should be a story time (Buck, 1971), a
time to read orally, and a time to read silently as soon
as the children are capable.

In addition to regularly

scheduled periods that can be depended upon, there ought to
be spontaneous readings for clarification, information, or
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relaxation.
contexts.

Children need to eeo reading in different
One might need adventure, levity, humor, or mental

stimulation.

Those feelings and desires need to extend

beyond tho intuitive level, so tho children cam deal with
them.

They need to be aware of what they know and tho

purpose for tho activity.

If tho children are exhausted

from mental effort, the class could decide to "escape" in a
story.
Differences and similarities in peoples, cultures and
Individuals can be eaqolored through literature (Sutherland,
1961).

During a discussion something could be clarified with

an episode in a boek.

A dialogue among the children could

ensue concerning how one of their favorite characters might
have reacted in a similar situation.

Literature allows

children to observe from a safe distance the reactions of
tho characters, getting involved at the level cegnitively
and emotionally that they are able.

The intensity of this

involvement should directly affect the level of cemprehens ion.
The understandings that are gained through literature
are a stimulus to a variety of responses (Odland, 1980).
These may vary from a delayed response to an activity that
consumes children for a whole week.

The delayed response

may concern a happening or character in a story read earlier
and remembered.

The activity could be in any subject area,

such as drama, illustration, or radio play.

There are

innumerable possibilities and the direction of response
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weald vary with the class.

Werdless becks allow children

to create their own dialogue.
k positive result of being absorbed in a stery tegether and then sharing experiences is the cmmmunal exper
ience, as the class functions as a group (Lickteig, 1981;
Taba, 1966).

This is important for free expression in the

oral and written mode.

It net only creates a greater aware

ness, but affords a freedom.

All experiences that children

have help them to view themselves in relation to ethers.
This is how they discover who they are.

Children need to be

secure in who they are to be able to see another point of
view.

Being able to see another point of view influences

their level of comprehension (Mayhew, 1980).
The first part ef this section examines a type of
literature program designed for beginning readers and
proposes that literature could help children move from ego
centric behavior to social behavior.

The second part deals

with the development of schema through linguistic development
and understanding of story structures.
Language develops rapidly during the pre-school years,
but dees continue through the elementary years as the
children become more adept at complex language (Chomsky,
1972).

Children progress at very different rates, actively

learning new constructions on their own.
Since written discourse is usually more complex in
vocabulary and syntax, the child can benefit from the rich
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and varied lieguiatic input available in literature
(Chomsky, 1980).

Word segments are more highlighted in

speech due to the slower pace of the story language (Hender
son, 1980)•
Chomsky (1972) studied the linguistic development ef
school age children and compared their knowledge ef complex
language structures to the amount and type of reading in
which they engaged.

She found that the independent reading

appeared to be related to their linguistic level (see Table
5, p. 37).

Chomsky (1972) suggests that the more complex

language is available in literature and may enhance linguis
tic development (Durkin, 1980).
The child who reads or listens to stories rich in
language and complexity is benefitting from the style, con
tent, and language used in the book (Terry, 1980).

It does

not seem to matter whether the child reads the story to
himself or whether he listens to the story.

The exposure to

the language seems to be just as effective in both cases
(Chomsky, 1972).

In other words, Chwasky semas to suggest

that reading increases linguistic development.

This in turn

increases the capacity to understand even more coaqplex
stories (Choas)cy, 1972).
The table en the following page shows the results of
the children participating, who were near the beginning
reading level.

The study had a small sample so the results

are only suggestive.

The table depicts the linguistic stage
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of three kindergarten children (Chomeky, 1972, p. 29).

TABLE 5
Mini-com parison 1 Measures that Vary as Linguistic Stage in Three Young C h il
dren of U nifo rm Age and I Q

age of child
grade in school
IQ (WISC)
SES (Census Bureau scale 01-99)
father’s occupation score (Census Bureau scale 01-99)
father's years of education
WISC comprehension subtest
books named on parent and child questionnaires, weighted total
books named on parent and child questionnaires, average level
reading to child in experimental week, total number words read
reading to child in experimental week, number words read
multiplied by complexity factor
Reported on parent questionnaire:
books named by parent, weighted total
numerical score on parent’s questionnaire
number of people at home who read to child
amount of time child is read to per week
at home
average level of books cited by parent
as reread to child many times
does child visit public library?
average number public libarary books taken out
' each visit
subscriptions to children’s magazines
years nursery school attendance
number books from mother’s own childhood cited
as read to child

L in g .
stage
1

L in g .
stage
2

5.9
K
118
63
80
12
13
14
1
0

53

0

K
120
89
80
16
14
40
1
6,700
17,700

L in g .
stage
}

6.1
K
118
93
99
20
18
111
3
17,500
62.500

12
27
1
1/2
hr.

40
37
2
1/2
hr.

62
60
2
>2
hrs.

1
no

1
no

2
yes

0
0

0
0

3
1
I

0

2

1

The results do seem to indicate exposure to more complex
language in literature, couched in stimulating situations,
does increase knowledge of language.
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SUMMARY
Many children come to the first grade expecting to
read.

Some of these children are already reading far beyond

the level of their peers.
is meant by reading.

Other children are vnsnre of what

They might even tell peeple they read,

and yet have no notion of the concept of a word or how yen
know what to say.

These two extremes are nsnally found

within each first grade classroom.
The children who have this nebulous concept of reading,
nevertheless, may readily l e a m to read once they have the
^portunity.

This paper eaqplores the factors that affect

the acquisition of reading.

It has become quite clear how

much the development of language directly affects the
acquisition of reading and eventually the depth of comprehen
sion.

One of the important factors in beginning reading is

the social nature of language.
visceral needs and desires.

Language skills evolve from

Children learn language in order

to interact with persons important to thorn for pleasure and
information exchange.

Language for children must be useful

and within a social context.

Ideas need to get tested,

modified^ and extended within a receptive environment.

This

must be done within social interaction.
The second major factor that affects the acquisition of
reading is the perceptual and cognitive base.

It is impor

tant that children are cognizant of what they know and the
various strategies that they use in learning.

Development
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of a rich achoma structure is very important to c<mprehension of oral and written language.

The importance of

experiential knowledge cannot be overstated.

Even if

children have automatic decoding skills with sufficient
semantic and syntactic skills thoy may have inadequate
information that tho writer or speaker assumes they have.
The third factor is language and reading acquisition
as rule learning.

In order to benefit fr<» roading instruc

tion children need to have a certain competence with their
native language.

As children develop thoy acquire a set

of rules that allows them to create sentences using the
rules they understand implicitly.

This paper examines the

phonological s y s t » of the spoken word and the orthographic
syston of the written word and views them in their relation
ship in the acquisition of reading.

To become competent

readers children need to reflect on these processes, thus
developing metalinguistic awareness.

It is through meta

linguistic awareness that children develop segmentation and
the concept of a word.
The acquisition of reading involves the process ef
decoding, semantics, syntax,and comprehension.

Some

children may have difficulty with decoding skills because
they are unable to abstract the language and analyze it.
The aim of teaching decoding is to provide automaticity,
the ability to recognize words rapidly and accurately.
Comprehension is facilitated through semantics and
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syntax.

They provide the frameeerk or structure through

which vocabulary and concept development expand.

Word

order and complexity of the sentence influence the level of
understanding the reader experiences.

All these factors

are organized by the learner into schema.

Schema are

enhanced through a language enrichment program.
During the decoding stage comprehension is developed
orally through activities ii^ortant to children, that engage
them in investigations and discussions that develop thinking
skills.

Same children may rely on the melody patterns of

the language more than realized and thus have difficulty
with only the expressed context within written material.
Literature, as well as oral language activities, is
used to facilitate comprehension through language enrichment.
The different genre and styles of writing to which children
are exposed, expand their knowledge and vicarious experiences.
Literature allows children to sample life in many areas and
observe the reactions and feelings of the characters, while
remaining somewhat removed from them.

The «notional involve

ment of the reader is important to the comprehension of
print.

In addition, children who are introduced to the

more complex language in literature advance more rapidly
in linguistic development.
It is concluded that to become effective readers children
must have many rich experiences with oral language and
literature.

These activities will provide them with
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opportiultles to build schema structures and to read
stories that increase their background of information.
Therefore, a code emphasis program should include compre
hension development with language enrichment through oral
language and literature.
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